happens next, lyric is about what happens now -in the reader's engagement with each line -and teachers and scholars should celebrate its singularity, its difference from narrative.' 2 If the question is how best to read lyric, Culler's position is firm: lyric is not to be regarded as simply narrative in poetic clothing.
But that answer raises more questions of its own, chief among them what a positive definition of lyric might be. If lyric is not narrative -what is it? If the lyric voice is not just 'representations of the experience of subjects', as Culler argues it is not, then what does it represent? Whose voice is it, precisely? Though answers to these questions are far from settled, some have begun to propose new methods for finding suitable responses. There has been a significant interest, in recent years, in the use of deictic markers in lyric poetry. 3 These linguistic elements, references to person, place, and/or time whose meaning depends on context and interpretation, force readers and critics to make crucial decisions. Where and when is this poem happening, if anywhere? Who is speaking -if anyone -and to whom? While these questions can very well lead to the kind of narrative reading practices Culler calls us to de-centre, they are equally likely to disrupt such readings. In what follows, I want to examine one example of lyric deixis: the use of the first person plural. The first person singular, the lyric 'I', has had a long, fraught history of interpretation, driving generations of scholars to debate the nature of lyric subjectivity and the relationship between poem and reader. But by attending to the plural 'we' in addition to the singular 'I', new possibilities for lyric theory emerge. The first person plural provides critics with an opportunity to move past the poem-as-monologue towards a critical lens that emphasises lyric's distinction from narrative and its unique ability to sustain multiple voices simultaneously. 2 Ibid., p. 202. Culler uses the phrase 'dramatic monologue' here and elsewhere to denote the idea of a lyric whose voice represents a character or persona distinct from the reader, who is asked to reconstruct a narrative framework around that voice, akin to the audience-performer relationship of drama. Culler is not suggesting, however, that these poems demand or even invite embodied performance by their readers. This description, however, raises questions about the relationship between lyric and performance. W. B. Worthen has excellently observed that 'Dramatic poetry is at best an intrinsically contestable critical category and at worst a violent oxymoron, sparking the theoretical and historical friction between performance and poetry, theater and writing, action and lang [uage] To demonstrate the difference that the first person plural can make in lyric studies, we can look to two poems that make extensive and strategic use of this lyric 'we': Robert Herrick's 'Corinna's Going A-Maying' and Andrew Marvell's 'To His Coy Mistress'. While both of these examples are drawn from the seventeenth-century Cavalier movement, this shared origin does not imply that the effects of 'we' are limited to a single cultural context or historical era; as other excellent scholarly work in new lyric studies illustrates, the first person plural's usefulness for poetic theory is transhistorical. Rather, I've chosen these two poems because, in addition to illustrating clearly how 'we' can work in lyric, both have historically been studied almost exclusively as prime examples of the lyric 'I'. Both Herrick's and Marvell's poems are representative of the carpe diem subgenre; by definition, such poems present a tightly compressed scene, a seduction drama with little indication of the world outside itself. As such, these poems were highly favoured by the New Critics and, conversely, found themselves often at odds with or uncomfortably situated within New Historicism. They've been read and taught, almost unswervingly, as textbook examples of a well-defined lyric speaker, performing in a specific context -that is, they seem to offer themselves up as poems amenable to, even encouraging of, a narrative reading. But exploring these poems through their first person plurals reveals a way out of this critical stalemate. Reading against the grain, as it were, demonstrates that 'we' can unlock the lyric potential of even the most seemingly narrative poems.
Who Speaks in the Lyric?
The conversation about who speaks in lyric extends throughout literary history, but we might take John Stuart Mill's oft-quoted essay on the form as a point of origin for modern literary scholarship. Mill, writing in the midst of Romanticism's poetic fervour, describes lyric as pure, unmediated, organic subjectivity, expressing the poet's innermost self in language that serves only as an incidental medium. This stood in direct contrast to poetry's closest cousin, eloquence, which embraces language and rhetorical finery as a primary goal.
Poetry and eloquence are both alike the expression or utterance of feeling. But if we may be excused the antithesis, we should say that eloquence is heard, poetry is overheard. Eloquence supposes an audience; the peculiarity of poetry appears to us to lie in the poet's utter unconsciousness of a listener. Poetry is feeling confessing itself to itself, in moments of solitude, and embodying itself in symbols which are the nearest possible representation of the feeling in the exact shape in which it exists in the poet's mind. Eloquence is feeling pouring itself out to other minds, courting their sympathy, or endeavoring to influence their belief or move them to passion or to action. 4
In Mill's assessment, lyric is defined by its individualistic nature -its aversion to the communal or the communicative. That is not to say that the poet truly believes himself or herself to be speaking in isolation; Mill does acknowledge the constructed nature of the literary artefact. Comparing written verse with drama, he notes that 'The actor knows that there is an audience present; but if he act as though he knew it, he acts ill.' 5 The poet's awareness of others is implicit, but -and here is Mill's central crux -that awareness cannot govern the content of the lyric. When the poet 'turns round and addresses himself to another person; when the act of utterance is not itself the end, but a means to an end . . . when the expression of his emotions, or of his thoughts tinged by his emotions, is tinged also by that purpose, by that desire of making an impression upon another mind, then it ceases to be poetry, and becomes eloquence.' 6 The Romantic view of poetry that Mill encapsulates centres on this ideal of subjectivity, arguing that lyric is always, only, the voice of some other, singular 'I'. But, as subsequent generations of critics have noted, this insistence that poetry is without rhetorical direction, refusing to address its audience, limits the ways that lyric's voice can be read: the poem does not speak to its readers, and its performance (if we may call it that) is directed only inward.
This idea, that lyric's voice is a singular and solitary one, had and continues to have such traction that it persisted through the shift into New Criticism. In the new regime, the poet was dead, of course, but the lone 'I' of lyric remained, transformed from the unmediated internality of the author's emotions to a carefully crafted persona. Despite its claim to have moved beyond the notion of lyric as pure subjectivity, there is ample evidence to suggest that the New Critics held on to many of Romanticism's central beliefs. Cleanth Brooks, notably, responded to the charge that the lyrics of his modernist contemporaries failed to communicate effectively with their readers by arguing, much like Mill, that communication was entirely beside the point. According to Brooks, if we ask only of a poem what it communicates, then we are forced into 'clumsy paraphrases' of the poem's actions and themes. 7 This is because, he argues, the 'initial question . . . is badly asked. It is not that the poem communicates nothing. Precisely the contrary. The poem communicates so much and communicates it so richly and with such delicate qualifications that the thing communicated is mauled and distorted if we attempt to convey it by any vehicle less subtle than that of the poem itself.' 8 Brooks concludes, 'The old description of the poet was better and less dangerous: the poet is a maker, not a communicator. He explores, consolidates, and "forms" the total experience that is the poem.' 9 There are, of course, significant differences between Brooks and Mill, and between New Critical and Romantic accounts of the lyric more generally. As is evident in the passages above, New Criticism more intensely emphasised form, encouraging the reader to embrace the fictiveness and performativity of language. This made the lyric fundamentally artificial in a way that it hadn't been for Mill; Brooks's insistence that we 'come to know the poem as an object' is a far cry from Mill's call to recognise it as a spontaneous, subjective utterance. 10 And yet, at its core, New Criticism's idea of the lyric was perhaps more similar to its predecessor than not. Lyric was still not eloquence, still not a form of rhetoric; the poem was still not a space in which dialogue was fostered, but rather one where the poet, as artist, presented their work to be received. While now a carefully crafted aesthetic artefact rather than a furtive glance into the inner world of the poet, the lyric remained a form defined by its isolation and self-sufficiency. And, more to the point, the reader's task also remained largely the same: to use the poem to help envision the subject or, now, the persona who would utter it -to reconstruct the voice of someone besides themselves.
Even in the last half-century, as New Criticism waned and other movements emerged to take its place, this emphasis on the first-person-singular nature of lyric has persisted. Patricia Parker has noted that 'Much of the post-New Critical rewriting of Romanticism has centered on the problem of poetic voice and what threatens or undermines it.' 11 In fact, she argues, 'the fiction of a speaker has been a powerful one in post-Romantic interpretation of lyric, whether this speaker is assumed to be the poet or that lyric "persona" which the New Critics made a major part of our critical vocabulary, so major indeed that it is often adopted in readings that might otherwise call attention to their quarrels with New Criticism'. 12 In fact, even those arguing that lyric must be recognised as a social and communal 8 Ibid., p. 73. 9 Ibid., pp. 74-5. 10 Ibid., p. 75. 11 Patricia Parker, 'Introduction', in Chaviva Ho sek and Patricia Parker (eds.), Lyric Poetry: Beyond New Criticism (Ithaca, NY 1985) pp. 11-28: 17. 12 Ibid.
form, the antithesis of the Romantic position, fell back on the notion that the form's voice is still inherently singular and subjective. In his lecture on the social lyric, for instance, Adorno argued that lyric's ability to engage in social critique is predicated upon its use of the Millsian voice. 'The lyric work hopes to attain universality through unrestrained individuation', he writes, describing 'the paradox specific to the lyric work, a subjectivity that turns into objectivity.' 13
If, by virtue of its own subjectivity, the substance of the lyric can in fact be addressed as an objective substance -and otherwise one could not explain the very simple fact that grounds the possibility of the lyric as an artistic genre, its effect on people other than the poet speaking his monologue -then it is only because the lyric work of art's withdrawal into itself, its self-absorption, its detachment from the social surface, is socially motivated behind the author's back. 14 According to Adorno, the more complete and thoroughly isolated the 'I' of lyric, the more the work can begin to reveal its own palimpsest, the social and communal forces driving its composition. In a strange way, Adorno's essay repeats one of Mill's core tenets -the lack of overt rhetorical direction. The reader is still not addressed directly; only when lyric presents itself as pure, 'self-absorb[ed]' subjectivity can the 'social surface' become visible. It has not been until very recently that the single, subjective voice of the lyric 'I' has begun to lose its totalising grip on the critical conversation. In one notable departure, Roland Greene has argued that the voice of lyric can best be characterised as a balance between two modes he terms the fictional and the ritual. Greene described the fictional mode, the same lyric 'I' that poetic theory had long acknowledged, as 'represented speech', 'an alternate world into which we enter not as assimilators but as respectful observers'. 15 We can hear in this definition echoes of the New Critical lyric persona, the foundation of the 'dramatic monologue' hermeneutic that Culler denounces. But, according to Greene, this voice is not alone in the lyric. Counterpoint to the fictional is the ritual mode, which Greene defines as 'the poem's office as directions for a performance -a script, that is, compounded of sounds that serve referential or expressive purposes in 13 '. 16 In this mode, the text is not an artefact of an overheard voice but rather words offered up for the reader to speak themselves; like the words of a communal prayer or oath, the poem achieves meaning only when voiced by its recipient. The 'I' of the poet or the poetic persona is exchanged for the 'I' of the reader. The dual-mode model of lyric illustrates the potential for scholars to move beyond a one-dimensional model of voice to provide an account of lyric that is not purely overheard speech but that encompasses active, articulated meaning.
But these two modes of the lyric voice, Greene is quick to note, do not always exist harmoniously alongside one another. 'In the full play of its ritual mode', he writes, 'lyric is utterance uniquely disposed to be re-uttered. In performance it may be not only compulsory but coercive discourse, for the nature of lyric's ritual dimension, simply stated, is to superpose the subjectivity of the scripted speaker on the reader, and that substitution can entail a kind of violence.' 17 The reader can take on the 'I' of the poem, but to do so may involve the sacrifice of their own identity in the process. And because the 'I' of the ritual mode and the 'I' of the fictional mode can be so radically distinct or even contradictory, Greene argues that these two dimensions of lyric must be read sequentially, rather than concurrently.
These modes of apprehension are theoretically available in every specimen of lyric . . . and give onto each other easily and often. . . . To write or interpret lyric is to decide, at least unconsciously, on a fashion of ordering these phenomena, of putting them into a definite relation to one another; even to privilege one so that it helps rather than hinders the establishment of the other's primacy. In the continual struggle of these phenomena to define themselves against each other -or in the tireless efforts of poets and critics to justify and enable one against the other -neither alternative can prevail, though the dicta of movements will always try to give one or the other finality. 18 The dialectic of fictional and ritual -between the two competing first person singulars -is ultimately resolved at the reader's discretion when one chooses to emphasise fictional or ritual in a given reading. Culler likewise argues that 'while one or the other may explicitly predominate in a particular poem or group of poems, readers often may grant precedence to one of the other of these forces: reading the poem above all as instructions for performance, and language for recitation and repetition, or seeking to bypass 16 Ibid., p. 5. 17 Ibid., pp. 5-6. 18 Ibid., ritualistic elements to find in the poem a plot and the representation of a character'. 19 While this dichotomy does expand the range of the lyric voice, it does so in a way that still emphasises singularity and isolation. Both Greene and Culler insist that, even as critics can expand their approach to lyric to include the ritual aspects -and it is that dimension, both note, that is unique to lyric alone -we are unable to productively sustain a focus on both modes at once. Rather, they argue, we can choose to read lyric's voice either as the 'I' of another or the 'I' of ourselves -but the voice remains that of 'I', nonetheless.
But while Greene and Culler both maintain that the ritual and fictional remain mutually exclusive dimensions, Greene notes that there are potential cracks in the facade, moments when lyric's double-voiced qualities are more accessible. 'The linguistic features called shifters or deictics, for instance', he writes, 'are the text of both phenomena: the "I" of lyric speech will often invite a person-representation, and the construction of a fictional situation, quite as easily as it refers to me, the reader who speaks a poem aloud on a certain occasion and entertains it as my own utterance.' 20 Heather Dubrow has argued as much in her recent book, noting that deictic markers are the cornerstones on which a new, positive definition of the lyric voice can be built. She posits that 'even when we rightly reject models that assume lyric always evokes an internalized world, the evident differences between its spaces and those in many narratological theories of deixis further encourage work on deictics in lyric poetry'. 21 Moments in lyric where the language creates an ambiguous sense of place, time, or identity -where the poet invokes 'here', 'now', or 'you', for instance -lay bare both the ritual and fictional qualities simultaneously. This is particularly useful for work on the nature of the lyric voice; when the poem invokes an 'I', implicitly or explicitly, the reader must choose to whom that 'I' belongs. But what happens when the poem raises the question not just of a singular speaker, but of some kind of communal identity -when the work includes not just an 'I', but a 'we'? If first person singular deictics allow readers to recognise the binary nature of the lyrical voice, then the first person plural allows that dialectic to be productively sustained. The lyric 'we' creates a voice that refuses the choice between 'I's, insisting instead on a multivalent identity that is both removed and present, self and other simultaneously.
'Now Let Us Sport Us While We May'
To illustrate how attending to first-person-plural deixis can productively complicate this fictional/ritual tension, we can turn to two exemplary poems: Herrick's 'Corinna's Going A-Maying' and Marvell's 'To His Coy Mistress'. Both of these texts are members of the carpe diem subgenre, a form that has historically found itself situated within a primarily narrative critical lens -in other words, with the fictional aspect of lyric in the foreground. And looking at the texts themselves, it is easy to see why: such poems appear at first glance to be dramas in miniature. Especially in its resurgence in the seventeenth century, the form is defined by a set of standard narrative features: a speaker, the seducer, presents his case to an imagined interlocutor, the woman urged to make much of time. These conventions have the effect of guiding readers towards a fictional reading of the poems; we come to the lyrics as overhearers, in the Millsian sense, as audience members rather than participants in the drama itself.
Take, for example, the first two stanzas of Herrick's poem, where the speaker first emerges to chastise the lagging Corinna. Person deixis is strategically delimited in this half of the lyric: in the first twenty-seven lines of the poem, Herrick uses second-person pronouns almost exclusively, signalling the presence of some interlocuter. 23 Addressing this unknown second party is the implicit first person singular of the speaker who, while not explicitly grammatically present until the third stanza, is nonetheless apparent even in these early lines. The reader is thus immediately asked to reconstruct two different identities: 'you' and 'I'. This goal is made legible by the poem's opening declaration ('Get up, get up for shame'), which straightaway begins to delimit the possibilities for these two referents. The readers know that they are not the ones asleep and being asked to wake; even if they find themselves similarly in bed on a spring morning, reading Herrick's poem rather than getting up to face the day, the sequence of imperatives -commands to a listener to see 'how Aurora throwes her faire j Fresh-quilted colours through the aire' or 'The Dewbespangling Herbe and Tree' (ll. 3, 4, 6) -are so specific that they exclude anyone but Corinna. We as readers can imagine the landscape, envisioning the pastoral views as they are described, but the very act of having to imagine, to reconstruct, confirms that we are overhearers and not the immediate intended audience. In these early stanzas, Herrick bounds his use of deixis with careful contextual clues, ensuring that ambiguous referents, such as the identity of the speaker and addressee, can be interpreted correctly. The implied first-person-singular 'I' emerges as a persistent suitor, frustrated by Corinna's delay and eager to begin his May Day celebrations; the second-person 'you' is Corinna, in all her dalliance. The speaker's desires are clear -celebration, perhaps consummation -as is his immediate context -an early May morning, Corinna's chamber.
But as the poem moves towards its conclusion, that clarity begins to erode. In line 28 ('when once we goe a-Maying'), Herrick begins to 22 Robert Herrick, 'Corinna's Going A-Maying ', ll. 1-28, in The Complete Poetry of Robert Herrick, vol. 1, ed. Tom Cain and Ruth Connolly (Oxford 2013) . Subsequent citations of Herrick are by line to this edition. 23 There are also a few third-person pronouns, largely possessive, scattered through the poem. While such pronouns also perform deixis, they do so in a way much different from the first-and second-person pronouns at the heart of my present argument.
introduce the first person plural. 'We' and its variants appear with more and more frequency until, in the final stanza, they constitute 10 per cent of the section's total words.
Come, let us goe, while we are in our prime; And take the harmlesse follie of the time.
We shall grow old apace, and die Before we know our liberty. Our life is short; and our dayes run As fast away as do's the Sunne: And as a vapour, or a drop of raine Once lost, can ne'r be found againe: While this stanza, like the first, begins with a strong imperative -'let us goe' -the tone and overall effect here are entirely different. The first, with its first-and second-person-singular actors and clear contextual boundaries, seems to exclude the reader from being an active participant in the dialogue. But here the repetition of 'we' is paired with a much more open and ambiguous command. The 'we' to which the poet refers here is, on the most immediate level, Corinna and himself -but, importantly, that pairing is not to the exclusion of other possibilities. Bonnie Costello, in her work on the first person plural in lyric, has noted that, in English, 'we' is a necessarily ambiguous reference. '"We" in English can be bounded or unbounded', she observes; 'First-person plural might better be called firstperson plus, where the second term of the equation I þ X ¼ We needs to be solved . . . And perhaps most important for the lyric and its textual subjectivities, the "I" behind the "We" may be strongly present, almost inaudible, or without iteration.' 24 That is, 'we' requires an interpretative calculation; is 'we' representative of 'you and I'? 'She and I'? 'The many of us'? Unlike the poem's first stanza, the opening lines of this last stanza do not provide sufficient context to eliminate the reader from being a possible addressee. 'We' are also, at least plausibly, in our prime; certainly, we all 'grow old apace, and die'. The second person plural opens outward, expanding the boundaries of the poem's world and voice to include the reader and introducing a new ambiguity to the seduction argument's message.
In Marvell's poem, the first person plural begins the lyric, illustrating the explicit transition from bounded to unbounded over the course of the text. The first four lines of 'To His Coy Mistress' include a cluster of first person plurals, immediately asking the reader to decide who belongs in the collective described by the poet.
Had we but world enough, and time, This coyness, lady, were no crime. We would sit down, and think which way To walk, and pass our long love's day. 25 While, unlike 'Corinna', this lyric opens with 'we', rather than 'you' or 'I', Marvell's poem parallels Herrick's in the way its initial lines encircle any potential ambiguity with strong contextual boundaries. Including the address to the 'Lady' reminds readers that the poem is directed, at least ostensibly, to a particular person, making specific proposals that are not necessarily extended beyond that individual. The poem's second line offers up an immediate solution to the 'we' calculation Costello describes -as soon as we wonder who 'we' might entail, the speaker confirms that it is himself and his mistress. And while Herrick accomplishes contextual limiting through the use of hyper-specific imagery, Marvell takes a different tack: following the opening couplets, lines 5-36 of the poem include a staggering number of explicit first-and second-person-singular pronouns. The lyric oscillates between these two distinct parties, the 'I' of the speaker and the 'you' of the mistress, replicating the duel-like nature of the seduction drama. Because of the initial contextual clues, the person deixis of the poem is steered away from ritualised reading towards fictional interpretation. The readers see the narrative unfold but are not involved; we are neither the 'you' addressed nor the 'I' speaking, but a third, unnamed party, listening in from the outside.
But, in another striking similarity to 'Corinna', 'To His Coy Mistress' also undergoes a radical shift in pronoun usage and tone in its final lines. Like Herrick, Marvell floods his final couplets with first person plurals; in the concluding ten lines, there are ten instances of 'we' and its variants, nearly 16 per cent of the total word count. Now let us sport us while we may, And now, like amorous birds of prey, Rather at once our time devour, Than languish in his slow-chapped power. Let us roll all our strength, and all Our sweetness, up into one ball, And tear our pleasures with rough strife Through the iron gates of life. Thus, though we cannot make our sun Stand still, yet we can make him run.
(ll. 37-46; emphasis added) Unlike Herrick's poem, the majority of Marvell's lyric imagines a hypothetical future ('I would j love you ten years before the Flood', etc.) rather than an incipient present. But in this final section, the emphatic 'now' (uttered three times in the span of six lines) signals a major deictic shift. There was another time in which the majority of poem took place, but there is now a new context, and the reader must make new decisions about when that is -and who is there. With the traditional invocations to time and the transience of being, the lyric begins to open itself up to the reader in the active now of the text's consumption. It isn't just the poet and his mistress who must sport while they may -we the readers are likewise urged to 'tear our pleasures with rough strife'. The carefully bounded 'we' of line 1 has, by these final moments, exploded into a world of unbounded potential, directing the poem's meaning both inwards, at the poet and mistress, and outwards, at its readers. Both poems move in a relatively linear fashion from singular to plural, from isolated pronouns and bounded deixis to the multiple persons embedded in the 'we's of those final stanzas. By focusing on those pronouns and the ways Herrick and Marvell use them, we find ourselves in the poems' closing moments at the intersection of fictional and ritual reading practices, faced with a choice. The texts, especially with the specificity of their opening moments, seem to invite a fictional reading that remains still available at their closings, with the 'you and I' of the mistress and poet contained within the breadth of the first person plural. Reading the poem in that narrative fashion, these echoing 'we's bring about the seduction narrative's inevitable conclusion. Poet and mistress begin as separate parties, kept apart in both poems not only physically but grammatically until the first person plurals of the final stanzas unite them as one. This union, of course, may be read either as descriptive or performative; 'we' can signal either a resolution in which the mistress has willingly acquiesced to the speaker's arguments and agreed to consummate or, perhaps more likely, indicate a kind of linguistic coercion creating the union the speaker so desires. But in either case, these final lines can and do fit comfortably within a fictional reading, rendering the voices of these poems, potentially, entirely distinct from the reader's own. On the other hand, the reader might instead choose in these final moments to focus on lyric's ritual dimension. Not only does 'we' unite poet and mistress but also, because of its inherently unbounded and ambiguous nature, implicates the reader. We might, for instance, be transformed from overhearers to interlocutors, made part of the 'you' addressed in the poems. Culler, writing of the lyric address -in particular, lyric's use of apostrophe as a defining generic feature -notes that 'Poems in the Western tradition addressed to friends invariably say things that would be superfluous for friends, and this gives poems a ritualistic air, much as prayer tells God things that God already knows, and much as love poems ritualistically rehearse what would presumably be well known to an actual lover'. 26 The 'we' of the final stanzas highlights the fact that these injunctions are meant as much for us as for Corinna or Marvell's unnamed mistress; we, perhaps even more than they, are told to confront our mortality and make the most of time.
But these two readings -fictional or ritualistic -are not the only options. By focusing on the first person plurals in these poems, a third possibility emerges. 'We' can also lay bare the tensions between ritual and fictional without resolving them, leaving us stranded in the space between these two dimensions of lyric. As the brief history of lyric criticism I've laid out here suggests, the decision between these two modes of reading rests almost entirely on the deictic decisions we as readers make about the identity of the lyric 'I'. By virtue of that pronoun's singularity, the result will necessarily be binary -the 'I' is self or other, my voice or that of some foreign speaker, but it cannot be both in the same reading. But if we replace the lyric 'I' with the lyric 'we', as both Herrick and Marvell do here, the need for a singular answer evaporates. 'We', by its nature, does not force an immediate choice between 'me' and 'you'; in fact, it makes the distinction between those options nearly impossible. 'We' are spoken to and speaking simultaneously; we are seducer and seduced, the warning and the warned. Rather than resolving the dialectic of voice, we can sustain it indefinitely, approaching these lyrics as both the representation of a voice outside ourselves and a ritual lyric utterance made for us to perform as ourselves.
Where Can 'We' Go from Here?
As these two examples suggest, reading lyric through the lens of the first person plural allows us access to complex dimensions of the lyric voice without resorting to unambiguous you/I distinctions. In the case of these two specific lyrics by Herrick and Marvell, poems that have traditionally been framed by narrative readings, person deixis resolves some of the theoretical frustrations that have long troubled critics. For Herrick scholars, for instance, literary studies' transition from New Criticism to New Historicism and the resulting shift in the lyric 'I' brought about major methodological questions: how would Herrick's poems, which had been so favoured by the previous critical movement, fare under the new system? Ann Baynes Coiro notes that works like 'Corinna's Going A-Maying' now seemed out of place: 'If, for example, we approach the little beauties of Hesperides as pure art, as they do invite us to' -that is, if we approach them as the dramatic monologues a narrative reading might encourage -'then we discover there is nothing to say; such faultless little pieces deflect us'. 27 While New Historical approaches recuperated some aspects of Herrick, Coiro observes, those readings also felt incomplete: 'An odd, unaccountable man, Herrick speaks with touching intimacy to dozens of unnamed individuals in Hesperides; the more we feel we are in the moments of a lived life, the less we feel we can place it anywhere.' 28 The more intensely specific the deixis of the lyric, it seems, the less stable the ritual qualities of the poems feel. Leah Marcus argues that this problem is not one for Herrick scholars alone, though his works demonstrate it with particular clarity, but is rather indicative of Cavalier, and indeed all early modern, lyric.
More recently, the lyric has fallen out of favor and been replaced by Elizabethan and Jacobean drama, longer poems, and prose romances as the major foci of Renaissance literary studies. But a revival of the lyric may be underway. Among many other factors that led to the decline, it may be that seventeenth-century poetry tends to be, in Stanley Fish's phrase, too 'self-consuming' to appeal to the iconoclastic thrust of much post-structuralist analysis . . . Our discipline as a whole has had to work itself out of its earlier reverence for seventeenth-century poetry as part of its rejection of the very critical orthodoxies that had made that poetry so central. 29 27 Ann Baynes Coiro, 'Robert Herrick and the Hesperides: On the Edge of the Renaissance', George Herbert Journal, 14/1-2 (1990) p. i. 28 Ibid., p. iii. 29 Leah Marcus, 'Afterword: Herrick and Historicism', George Herbert Journal, 14/ 1-2 (1990) p. 176.
In this transition between critical movements, Herrick, Marvell, and his fellow Cavaliers were caught in a tenuous position between the two lyric 'I's -the 'I' of a New Critical persona and the 'I' of a historically and politically situated speaker -unable to find a comfortable footing in either camp. 30 But, as I hope these two poems have demonstrated, focusing on the first person plural -and on deixis more broadly -can not only help Cavalier lyrics like Herrick's and Marvell's to find stable ground but, perhaps more importantly, can also help orient scholars in a new critical moment, a return to lyric. By reading the lyric voice for its polyvalent potential, allowing it to simultaneously encompass both the alienated 'I' of these seduction dramas and the readerly voice of their ritual dimension, we can see these poems as both self-contained wholes and historically situated, outwardfacing artefacts. Neither dimension is sacrificed at the expense of the other; rather, they inform one another, creating a dynamic dialogue that resists dualistic thinking. And by embracing such a reading, we can answer Culler's call to articulate a new lyric hermeneutic. What makes lyric unique is its ability to encompass these contradictions between self and other. Culler is right; we cannot regard these works only as snippets of narrative, asking us to imagine the time, place, and voice of another. Nor can we claim the voices of the poems as purely our own outright; the deictic markers that fill the lines of lyric remind us, over and over again, that there is something that lies just beyond us, a specificity we cannot access in its entirety. Lyric places us on this uncertain middle ground, asking us to feel the pull in both directions and to commit fully to neither. The answer to who speaks in lyric is a voice of radical plurality, not a monologue but a dialogue. The answer to who speaks in lyric is, then, surprisingly simple: we do. 30 More recently, 'Corinna''s historical/timeless tension has been taken up in the emerging area of relevance theory. Raphael Lyne's chapter, '"Corinna's Going A-Maying": A Poem in History', in Terence Cave and Deirdre Wilson (eds.), Reading Beyond the Code (Oxford 2018), notes that the poem 'combines a potential for specific historical reference with less time-bound qualities. It has the potential for conversations within and across chronologies, with other carpe diem poems, and with other poems about the coming of spring and the entrance into sexuality' (p. 39).
